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What's in a name? People look at us, saying, "You look like a John." "You look like a Deanna." "Your name fits you." But the names are not who we are-they are just sense-making devices, allowing us ease at distinguishing between each other. Yet something happens in the repetition-something that makes our names more than just a way of distinguishing us. Names take on a power of their own, making them somehow part of us. Names become us-our bodies, our faces, our voices, our expressions seem to capture our names, to make them almost essential parts of us. Names have this powerthey grow in symbolic power until our bodies and our names become indistinguishable.
Names carry social and political power too. We hear names such as Barbie or Ken, and our minds fill with implications, often creating self-fulfilling prophecies in which we create and situate those people into preestablished categories. "His name is Ken, can you imagine a better name?" The current crisis surrounding September 11, 2001 , comes to our minds as we hear of children being born with the name Osama, knowing the power of such naming to bring about the social power of shaping who those children will be as they grow up with that signifier. Names shape us.
One might say that the act of naming, the act of connecting and repeating an identity with a linguistic symbol, helps constitute who we are. The act of naming, the act of making Johns and Deannas, so shapes us that we fail to understand ourselves outside that construction. It becomes so normalized, so much a part of the mundane nature of who we are, that it is impossible to imagine ourselves outside of that frame of mind. And if a name can have this power, we wonder what the naming of race or academic achievement might do to who we are-what might those labels, the repetition, the sedimentation, the normalization of Whiteness or riskness, do to how we interact with one another? What's in a name? Names don't simply hold or identify power; they are power. Performance has a long tradition of dwelling in the realm of pretense. It is considered fake, the inauthentic carved out of "real" life. Yet it is the metaphor of performance, and the kinds of rehearsal processes that it embodies, that draws us to this theoretical frame. That is, how can the notion of multiple, embodied, and socially practiced repetitions allow us to see how we perform our daily lives? On whose scripts do we rely? What levels of difficulty do we have when we try to negotiate our performances of Self with others?
Recently, one of us was caught and questioned in the everyday maintenance of his or her performance of Self. In his or her office, a queer student posed the question "Are you gay too?" The queer-identified professor, caught in the everyday slippages of performance, was faced with the consequences of his or her performances of sexuality. How does the professor respond? How does this professor, a straight-appearing but bisexual-identifying man or woman in a monogamous, heterosexual relationship, negotiate the complexities of this performance of Self? How does he or she respond? Who he or she "really is" is complicated; fuzzy; always a negotiation of time, place, and circumstance. What we "really" have are the performances-who we are is the performance of Self, the repetition of identity that gets cast and recast before Self and others. The question "Are you gay too?" is an appeal to "truth," but the question itself is really more telling than any answer.
Looking at identity through the lens of the performative means understanding how who we are is a continuing process of acts-a consequence of multiple actions, namings, and significations. The educationally successful student is born not at that subject's literal birth but through a process of naming-a process that is influenced by economics, history, race, gender, and other political classifications. They and we are created through schooling and social processes that maintain the production of identities. The student we cheer as successful is successful precisely because of the cheers, the constant naming of him or her as such, and the perpetuation of certain characteristics over others. In the same logic, the White subject is born into a complicated system of race-a system that has echoes of past violence, past struggles, and past privileges. They and we are not born at the literal birth but are made through performative repetitions, the repeated messages of who they and we are. Even skin color, a fact that is often assumed to be biological, is a performative accomplishment-it is the product of social norms that have, through highly regulated sexual politics, produced a skin pigment that carries the political signifier of privilege.
Our identities are a product of repetition, of a continual process of recasting subjectivity until those names, those categories, become so normalized that they fail to seem as if we created them in the first place. It is the power of the acts to feel so sedimented, so natural, that demands a performative analysis-only a performative analysis that examines how identities get created and maintained through performance can shed light on how inequalities are sustained through daily actions.
JTW: I am in an interview. The thrill of the ethnographic enterprise rises in my blood, pushing me toward the end of my chair, pushing me. The Diet Coke in my hand feels cold, a small drop of condensation falls from a plastic indention, falls from the slightly scuffed container, falls on to my hand. I smile and look at her, my interviewee. Karen, her brown straight hair teasing her shoulders, has her legs crossed, her kind face smiling at me. Karen is a thirty-something-year-old student in the class I am observing and has agreed to spend some time with me, answering some questions. I look at my notes: "So, Karen? How do you think the class understands culture?" I look up, the question asked, the tape rolling, the process underway. Karen shifts in her seat, uncrossing and recrossing her legs. "I think this class understands culture in politically correct terms. Uh, in terms of accepting people's ethnicity, other's, uhm, values. And you know, I probably mentioned at the beginning of class, I'm not very politically correct. Don't aspire to be." DLF: A pretty, dark-eyed woman has been tracking the conversation while sipping a Diet Coke. I can tell she is paying attention because her posture changes ever so subtlety when one speaker's statement gives way to the next. I have asked this group of students to discuss what characteristics make up a good student. There are several people at the table, more women than men, more White than not, and each appears to be participating if not with zeal then with gameful courtesy. Just when the rest of the folks in the room seem comfortable with the idea that anyone can be successful in school if she or he works hard, the dark-eyed woman sets down her Diet Coke and suggests, somewhat tentatively at first, ". . . but even if everyone worked hard then there is still going to be a couple of people that are going to get pushed aside-if everyone is trying to get up there, as you get older, competition gets harder, and you get pushed back." This gives me pause. JTW: I am startled. I kind of blink at her, still smiling but blinking in a confused blur.
"What does politically correct mean to you?" I know it is a loaded question and I tell her that, yet it had to be asked, I had to ask it, had to and so I did: "What does politically correct mean to you?" Karen begins talking. "Politically correct to me means that I'm not really entitled to any of my own opinions because they might offend someone else." Karen continues but I am no longer listening, no longer hearing her voice. I look at her in what feels like slow motion. I see her lips move and yet all I hear is the first line. I look down to the recorder which is still turning and am relieved that it will catch what I can't. I smile, nodding, picking up just words and phrases: "the kids in our class go out and get bombed, I go home and take care of children . . . I'm involved in church, we're just totally different. . . . The whole notion of politically correct that plays itself out in the multicultural thing that we are taught is that it is okay for me to offend you, but don't you dare offend me . . . ." She continues in what will amount to thirty-some pages of transcript, this nice woman who I no longer feel I know, no longer want to know. I want to interrupt this interview, but I'm gathering. The critique comes laterafter a careful ethnographic process. Bad ethnography is when we rush to judgment. So I wait, I nod, I record, I transcribe, I code, with anticipation of critique . . . later. DLF: At first, I was pleased to hear a cynical view, someone with suspicion akin to my own. If we use scare quotes, does that make it all right? If we call attention to the construction, the normalization of that naming process, does it alleviate the problem? Are we off the hook now? Can we rest easy in the belief that we are the critical ones, that we are the ones who know better?
We believe two things about categories and the labels we use to describe those we study. First, most of them predate us. That is, we did not choose "academic risk" or "Whiteness" as ways of separating some people from others. They are, in many ways, outside our immediate control. In fact, it was the labels that drew us to the issues involved in those struggles: the needs of "atrisk students" or the unearned privilege embedded in "Whiteness." Yet only once we invest ourselves in those particular areas of research do we begin to see the ways that the label, the name, the identity itself is problematic. Then, we find that we lack the language to undo the power of the label-now, the label that drew us to those ideas constrains our ability to resist its power.
Second, those labels do have a usefulness that is not easy (or necessarily desirable) to erase. Scholars talk about identity markers (gender, race, sexuality, etc.) as performative identities-that is, we enact these identities through language and gesture, sediment them through time until they appear to predate the label. Thus, gender is a process, a performance we learn and continue to enact throughout our lives until we naturalize those actions, failing to understand that it is through the acts themselves that identity is created and maintained. In this logic, we begin to think that our actions stem from gender. This is the complete internalization of these norms, these now normalized acts. However, even as those scholars discuss identity as performatives, they nevertheless acknowledge the real effects those performances have in our daily lives. The failure to do our race or sexuality right results in punitive consequences ranging from subtle looks to physical violence. Within this frame, the use and examination of identity within and through these labels serves a productive purpose-it is a way of examining how, through our language choices, we separate people. It is a way of examining how through naming we levy power in unjust and unequal ways.
As scholars who believe each of these principles to be true, we find that the labels themselves chafe us, rubbing us raw as we struggle to undermine the stability of these categories. We complain over steaming cups of coffee, over turkey sandwiches at lunch, and over beers late in the evening, searching for a new way of speaking, a new way of talking about these identities. Our fear is simple: If we believe that identity is maintained through the repetition of naming, through the reiteration of category systems that preserve the inequities of power, then each and every time we use at risk or Whiteness in our writing, in our teaching, in our discourse, we recreate and maintain both systems of power. An article on academic risk or success in education, even if it seeks to question the damage that such a label can do to a child, inevitably recreates the very idea, the very possibility, of that identity. Our research is caught in a paradox; it is a critical project that seeks to expose power systems while remaking and maintaining that power.
So, what good do our scare quotes "really" do?
DLF: I'm not sure where to begin.
JTW: Eventually every class I observe goes there. I know what will happen before I get there. DLF: I keep at it though, trying first one tack, and then another.
Both: It's the time in the DLF: interview JTW: class Both: where I encounter JTW: the KKK. DLF: a student who tells me she's suicidal. I took her to Subway for a sandwich. She had so much to say. Jane was a former student of mine, a hotel management major, a young, Black and Italian, woman with a 2.8 GPA and some difficulty petitioning into regular admission status. JTW: Tom is a young man, very thin and very pale. He often wears old black T-shirts that are faded and worn, displaying a rock band logo from the eighties. He is fairly vocal, takes on racial issues in class-the typical moderately liberal Midwestern young White male, if there ever was one. DLF: Jane is bright and friendly, plays basketball like she's on fire even though she's only five feet tall. JTW: That's when he brings up the KKK-the extreme example of White racism that is so often called upon to separate the liberal White antiracist from those people, those racists. Often when the KKK is brought up in class, the students would do one of two things in order to construct themselves as "not-them." First, there is often a pitch change, a raising of the pitch with a twist of southern dialect. This nonverbal marking not only places racism geographically south of them, but also relies on common assumptions about the ignorant South, the stupid southern racists. Second, the KKK stories have to be larger than life, the most extreme. The bigger the separation from mundane everyday life, the more the KKK gets framed as the easily recognizable antithesis of themselves. Thus, they get constructed as the sympathetic White wo/man who is astonished and angered by this example of racism. Additionally, the KKK serves as an active example of racism, localizing racism to a single intentional act-that KKK guy did this, said that, hurt them-and allows systemic racism to be obscured, hidden. DLF: I don't know what to do when she says, "I'm evil and it doesn't do anything but stress me out." I think she's joking; smiling, I ask what she means by evil. She says, "I don't know if you want to delete this, but I'm kind of semisuicidal." And so, where should I begin? JTW: And so Tom begins. DLF: In many ways I was well prepared for qualitative research. I understood how to write questions, how to establish rapport in an interview, how to sift carefully through the finer details to find the big picture. And yet, in so many other ways, I was wholly unprepared, left vulnerable. You might say I had just enough knowledge to be dangerous. I remember once, hearing someone at a conference ask Dwight Conquergood a question about how to exit the ethnographic site, how to know when or how to leave. I remember thinking I wouldn't need to worry about this; I wasn't going into the field, so to speak, I was going to talk with some people and learn about their lives. It was going to be a clean kind of qualitative research. No one would need me, and I could keep my distance. I wanted so desperately for Jane to be in jest, to be teasing me, tastelessly, but she wasn't. I had invited her to talk, and she had something important to say.
JTW: "This one time, I was in Chesterville. I was in this Denny's and, well, you know that Chesterville is the KKK base in this area, right? So anyway, I was with my brother and we were going to get Van Halen tickets and we went to this Denny's first. We were sitting close to the door and they came in with their black outfits and those crosses and all, that's how we knew who they were. That and they looked like assholes. Anyway, I was sitting there wearing my Jim Morrison Tshirt and they picked us to talk to. They called us faggots cause we had long hair and then spit on the table. Luckily not on our food though. They sat in the back and a friend of mine had to serve them. He said they were bad tippers. They left him like three pennies pushed into their mashed potatoes. That's worse than not getting a tip!" DLF: How shall I write Jane in this moment? How shall I write myself? I do recall, with some strangled sense of pride, that I attempted to take care of Jane first. She told me about her best friend's recent death, her sense of isolation, her overwhelming sense of dread in the face of innumerable obligations-financial, professional, scholastic, interpersonal, familial. I wish I could say the interview was farthest from my mind, but I was acutely aware of the tape recorder, of her vulnerability, of my inexperience, of my professional obligation. Professional obligation? What is my professional obligation in these sorts of instances? Once she'd shown me a picture of her friend and wiped the tears from her eyes, I gulped back my own and asked whether she'd like to continue with the interview. Brightening, she said "sure." We each took a deep breath and continued. If I say I went with her to see a counselor, does it redeem me from worrying about whether I'd have to erase the interview? JTW: My hand is quickly trying to get down the story Tom tells, the sweat from the plastic of the pencil makes it occasionally slip. I grow both troubled and excited by the details of the story, this story by this very pale thin young man who has often noted his sometimes rocky relationship with his girlfriend. I grow troubled and excited to watch as he narrates this story, interested in the identities he constructs for us: heterosexual but the victim of homophobia, White but the victim of the KKK. He is the target and subject of KKK discourse, but can tell it in a way that still allows him to discuss the quality of their tip. My pen continues writing. There is so much here. I begin to underline key words in the passage I just copied down: Jim Morrison shirt, KKK base, looked like assholes, not on our food though, bad tippers, Van Halen tickets, faggots. I am curious about this talewhat does it do, how does it help construct Tom's identity? How does it construct the antiracist White guy that is also the victim? Further, how does it make non-White folks feel to hear these stories about the KKK and their White victims? DLF: As I write about education, or students, or teachers, or "at-riskness," or whatever it is that seems to be my purview anymore, I can't do it in the same way I once did. I used to write energetic essays about what labels might mean, a dispassionate-passionate account of my own sense of others' lives. It's not that simple anymore. I am a part of what I study. On one level, this is as simple as how we understand risk. Risk is not an amalgam of traits, of race plus sexuality plus school inequities equals increased likelihood of failure; risk is instead a metaphoric understanding scholars apply to make the painful, the difficult less soless painful, less personal, less visceral. But, if I render Jane's life in rich detail, to what extent do I re-create all the stereotypes of the at-risk student? Jane's from a poor background, she's biracial, she's small; her life has been marked by tragedy, by family crises, by disruption. That doesn't do her justice. JTW: As I walked back to my office that day, I was smiling. I was happy to have good data for my study, for my dissertation, for some conference paper, for the ears of someone who might hear it and think I was smart. I was happy about seeing, marking, and deconstructing racist talk. I was happy. I was smiling. Further, I was happy that this moment uncovered how White subjects are performative accomplishments, how this KKK performance by this White student worked to recreate Whiteness. This performance, this one reiteration of racist discourse, worked to make Whiteness meaningful. And with that moment, I could mark the making of Whiteness. The ethnographic subject in the making. Yes, I was happy. And I smiled. DLF: I started out my dissertation writing about at-risk students. I wanted to know whether they thought of themselves in that way, and what the consequences of such a discourse might have for how they understand themselves as producers and products of the American educational system. But rather than write a dissertation about "them," I decided I would have to write one about "us." Meaning, I would need to think seriously about how I am implicated in the very phenomena that I study. I wonder if I did that? JTW: I started out wanting to writing a dissertation about White students and racism. I wanted to know how they came to be who I saw in front of me. I wanted to see them in the making. But, I also felt the need to consider myself as an agent in this process. I wonder if I did that? Both: To begin seeing them making themselves. To begin to see the making of JTW: Whiteness DLF: success JTW: race DLF: risk Both: subjectivity. DLF: Theirs JTW: and ours.
Often, we dream of graduate school. We dream of sitting in a doctoral seminar, studying the philosophy of communication. Our professor draws on the board a stick figure to suggest a person, a living body who is connected to whatever topic we are studying that day. We know this script, we know where she is going and we revel in her presentation. She always draws ears on her stick figures, little half circles to suggest that the person hears, that the person experiences sound. This is her effort to undermine the visualcentric orientation of the academy. And when she draws those ears, providing the story of why she does this, we smile and enjoy the retelling of a favorite story.
These dreams of graduate school, those moments in that room, remind us of our first time-our first foray into finding new ways of hearing. What those meetings did for us, like perhaps anyone's experience in graduate school, was to ask us to rethink, to rehear a given issue. The ability to hear something in a different way, to reimagine that sound with the urgency of possibility, is a skill, a talent, a desire we long for. Under the sedimented weight of history, we crave the ability to ask questions in ways that encourage folks not only to rethink solutions to whatever problems we address but to rehear the very subject of the conversation. We desire a language that undermines the stability of the category even as we address it. We long to capture the feeling in our graduate seminar-the feeling of freedom when we come to the epiphany that if we can rehear, we can imagine new possibilities.
JTW: I am sitting on my mother's couch. The sunlight occasionally breaks through the tree outside the three large windows from which I can look out onto the front lawn and the neighborhood street I used to play on when I was young. I am proofing the pages of my dissertation, which I brought with me just in case I might have a spare minute during my visit home. My mother enters and we chat about my dissertation. She is supportive, interested, caring-a good mother. I can tell she is not quite sure what it is that I do, not quite sure she buys all this research on Whiteness, on racism through the lens of the privileged. She picks up the first few pages and reads a narrative, a performative piece about Whiteness as it manifests in a conference panel. DLF: I am sitting in my new office, trying frantically to write a conference paper that I should have written some time ago. But this is nothing new. As a new professor, I'm teaching four classes, cultivating relationships with students and faculty, attending various departmental and university-wide committee meetings, and attempting to get published; I am quickly becoming an expert on the eleventh hour accomplishment. JTW: When she has read the first several pages, my mother asks me what I am sure was a simple question, yet when I am this deep in the project, I am very bad at answering these kinds of questions. I find I am defensive, worried that anyone might find a hole where I have so much at stake. She notes that she doesn't agree with my reading of this moment, noting that maybe I am making too much of all of this. "Aren't you taking this a bit too far?" I look up, her face is warm and loving, but curious and insightful. There is more to her question than a simple critique of academic masturbation. There is more, something that matters. DLF: I look at the abstract for the paper-something I wrote nearly a half a year ago, in a different mindset, in a different place-and I attempt to make good on my promises. I recall how thrilled I was at the idea of this project. I would describe how students create at-riskness in the moment; that is to say, I would describe how at-risk students recreate their risk through everyday performative accomplishments. All I would need to do is examine my interviews with students whom the university has identified as at risk; I would look for moments in their communication that help to keep them at risk. Maybe they would speak in nonstandard English; maybe they wouldn't place value in higher education; maybe they would reveal their lack of preparation. I really wanted this paper to be that simple. JTW: In my ethnographic research, I have spent a great deal of time studying "subjects" who appear or self-identify as White. I have published what they did, how they did it, and what I think it means. I have critiqued their speech, their actions, and their privilege. And while I have also written about my own privilege, I realize that I have spent very little time reflecting on how I have been constituted in this research site-that my ethnographic Self is inexorably tied to the work I do.
That as a White scholar who reads Whiteness on the bodies and actions of others, I have come to see Whiteness and privilege on others, but failed to see how the repeated acts of researching, of writing, and of presenting research works to remake me as an ethnographer. I am constituted as ethnographer just as they are constituted as participants. DLF: I recall that I asked my research participants whether they thought of themselves as at-risk students. To be truthful, I first asked students if they had heard of the term, and then what they thought it might mean. These folks seemed to know what this meant; they also did not hesitate to offer a sense of themselves as either at risk or not. I was pleased to hear students challenge the researchers' criteria; they did not readily equate demographic traits with their possibilities for change and growth. Some students immediately observed that they were at risk in the same sense as anyone-we are always already subject to perils unknown.
Other students felt that they were not at risk; they were individuals who cannot be lumped in with a crowd-everyone addresses challenges in her or his own way. JTW: But the question my mother asks me is more than simply reflecting on how I am constituted as a researcher, on how I am constituted as a particular kind of ethnographer who does and argues a particular kind of scholarly point. Rather, her question suggests that my reading of them matters-that I am implicated in this work, never neutral. That it too is a form of creation, a form of making. That their performances of Whiteness are not their own. That I am not reading them, but rather (re)creating them on the page. I am manipulating their words and their bodies in order to make my ethnographic point. This is not to erase the ways these White students actively created their own privilege in these classrooms, but rather to insist that I am implicated in that production. Further, the writing and presentation of those moments serve as another reiteration of Whiteness. That my scholarship, even if it is intended to undermine the structures of Whiteness, reinscribes Whiteness by making it a possible identity. My ethnographic identities are tied to the production of Whiteness, a system of which this paper is now a part. It is the insidious nature of Whiteness to grow stronger under the eye of s/he who critiques it. It is the nature of Whiteness to allow me to feel pleasure in finding racism, in uncovering the daily maintenance of power, in the (re)constitution of privilege. And through this, I, with pleasure and pain, reconstitute myself and that which I strive to erase. DLF: This gives me pause. Was I an at-risk student? In some ways yes and, in some ways, no. While I did not meet all of the standard demographic criteria, I can certainly think of times in my life when I struggled to survive in education. And it occurs to me: If I want to learn about how at-riskness is accomplished in everyday moments, I should look at myself. Even as I attempt to deconstruct dilapidated models of educational failure, I repair them in my own assumptions, in my own critique, in my own discourse. And so I attempt to pluck a tensive path between engaging the Other in the hope of social meaning and challenging discursive practices by breathing life into them, reinflating them in hopes of helping them explode. Both: How can one undermine JTW: Whiteness DLF: risk Both: without simultaneously reconstructing it?
This article ends where it began. It begins with one of us a year and a half after defense, with the other just months after completing the dissertation. It begins and ends here, where we again meet to reconstitute ourselves, our subjects, our participants, our identities as academic agents working toward social justice, toward articulating a space in the overlap of qualitative research and cultural studies. It is in that space where we feel the freedom of an academic language that privileges the experiential, the communicative, the critical, the performative.
This essay begins and ends with more questions than answers. Those questions leave us asking what to do now, now that we have said this. Paulo Freire once wrote that changing language is part of the process of changing the world. We hear his plea; we embrace what we feel is the power behind that ideal-to change the ways in which we conceptualize the problem opens it up to possibility. It is a changed world we desire: an educational system in which we hurt students less, a social world where we inflict less racial violence on one another. We desire that end. And it is to that end that we look at how our research works to remake and rebuild the very oppressive structures we seek to undermine. We ask these questions because to realize our own participation in these systems of power only leaves us as researchers accountable for fostering a new language that serves possibility.
And we do not think this project is without possibility. We do not think that we are forever trapped in the confines of our language, our bodily actions, or our sedimented ways of thinking and being. For it is exactly the performative power of identity that makes change possible. That is, if we think of identity, those labels and structures that constitute us, as performative accomplishments, then we must also accept the possibility that they can be created differently. But how? How does one go about this project in a way that does not work against one? We can't hope to answer this question for everyone, but we can at least point to this essay, this articulation, as a way of changing our language, our talk about how subjectivity is constituted. We believe that the idea that identity is reconstituted and rebuilt through each utterance can be, if we allow it to be, a moment of strength. The notion of rebuilding identity from the sedimented remains of history means that we can, with analysis and reflexivity, rebuild those categories in different ways. We can do this remaking, this reconstituting, with subtle changes-those subtle complexities that can undermine the simplicity of racial category systems, denying the "thisor-that" logic of race or risk. It is in the reconstitution, the rearticulation of these identity categories, that the possibility of imagining new ways of relating to each other lies. The most damning thing one can do to these naturalized structures is point out the constructedness. It is through this altered way of thinking that we hope this analysis begins; it is with this possibility that we offer this critique. And with that possibility comes the hope of less violence, for this article does end with the hope that by locating the making of social difference, we might foster a new way of seeing how systems of oppression and Educational Studies, and Multicultural Education. The authors also presented this essay at the 2001 National Communication Association convention in Atlanta, Georgia, where it won a top paper award. Together, they are working on a new project that seeks to explore critical approaches to communication education.
